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A Wolf Lying in Waif 
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A red dotted line on the white snow 
wounded game 
limping away. 
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A white foal 
was bom 
to a black mare 
at first light. 
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The wind will carry 
the cherry blossoms away 
to the white of the clouds. 
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After every cresting wave 
three wavelets 
after every three wavelets 
another cresting wave. 
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As the air grew dark 

the scent of gillyflowers filled the air. 
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A bird 

sings in the middle of the night; 

unfamiliar 

even to the birds. 
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A scarecrow 
hatless and coatless 
in a cold winter night. 





Night 

sea 

winter. 
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The glow of the harvest moon 
upon the window 
made the glass tremble. 
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When I think of the flowers 
a wind blows so cold 
I get up and close the windows. 
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Two autumn leaves 
have hidden themselves 
in my shirtsleeves 
hanging on the clothesline. 
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With the first gust of autumn wind 
into my room came a small leaf 
that I didn t recognize. 
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A column of dust 
escorts 

an aspen leaf 
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I hold onto my hat 
with both hands 
on the first day of autumn. 
Will the wind take us? 
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I walk barefoot 
on burning sand. 

I bum all over 

in the stares of passers-by. 
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A flowing stream, 
in a scorched desert 
seeking the thirsty. 
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I have picked three sparrow eggs 
from the top of Mount Qaf. 

How arduous 
it is coming down. 
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I’m sitting 
weightless 

in the pan of a balance. 
What a hubbub 
around me! 
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My shadow accompanies me 
now in front 
now by my side 
now following. 

What a relief 

are these cloudy days! 
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I received a letter 
by express mail 
full of hatred. 
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I love so much 
that I am sick of it. 
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Hesitant 
I stand 

at the juncture. 

The only way I know 
is the way back. 
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I lost 

something I had found; 
I found something 
that had been lost. 
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In every alleyway 
several passers-by 
rushing 

or just ambling 

from one end to the other. 
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A broken bridge; 
a passer-by 
walking resolutely on. 
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Moonlight 

shining on a narrow path 
that I won’t take. 
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The light of a hand-held lantern, 

the elongated shadow of the water overseer 

on the blossoms of the cherry tree. 
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hum along 

complaining of the lover’s infidelity 
or from backache. 
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I divine 

the taste of heavenly fruits 
from the dusty cucumbers of 
the neighbouring field. 









































The water 

that goes to waste 

irrigates the weeds. 
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A quince tree 

has blossomed 

in an abandoned house. 
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A white colt 
red to his knees 
after gambolling 
in a field of poppies. 
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The old elm 

gradually 

disappears 

in the night’s descending darkness. 
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Morning is white, 
evening is black, 
a grey sorrow 
in between. 
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Sunrise 

reflected in the golden eyes 
of an old eagle 
perched on the carcass 
of a white colt. 


T^> £Aj?) CrL-^- 



i J vlp* 0&, &j&j j* 
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In the languor 

between sleep and wakefulness 
I remember 

my Monday morning’s appointment. 
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A stream flowing by, 
a tree fenced in. 
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How high 
how glorious 
soars the hawk 
in search of 
a lowly carcass. 
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As I crossed the borders of madness 
the pathway 
looked so smooth. 
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A lowing bull 
made his way slowly 
across a roaring river 
with no destination in mind. 
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The sun 
dismantled 

the display of the dewdrops 
a moment after rising. 


























no-one recognizes 
the glow-worm. 




It is hard to believe 
the reality of snow 
in the height of summer. 








A hundred dried springs, 
a hundred sheep dying of thirst; 
an old shepherd. 
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Only three drops of blood 
account for the nocturnal efforts 
of three hundred mosquitoes 
in one hot summer night. 
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It is hard to watch 
the foil moon 
all by oneself. 















Out of a thousand worms 
only one glows 
in the dark. 
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A thousand bats 

chirping together 

in the longest night of the year. 





Flight 

is the reward of a caterpillar 
that wrapped itself 
in a cocoon of silk. 
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Who decided 

that green mulberry leaves 
would be food 
for silk worms? 
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I envy no-one 
as I stand 
watching 
the wind 
in the poplars. 
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Three stab wounds 

on the body of three poplars. 
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The wind-distorted image of 

a cypress tree 

in the blue of the waves. 



(Af) 

ala/ 
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A whirlwind 
toppled 

the shepherd’s boiling kettle 
set up on top of a hill. 
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Wild rue seeds in the fire, 
the air heavy with smoke. 

A mysterious dread brewing 
inside an adobe hut. 
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Spring showers 
extinguished the fire 
that the old shepherd 
had painstakingly started. 




The aroma of walnuts, 

the fragrance of jasmine, 

the smell of rain moistening the soil. 
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A girl lies awake, 
her head on a hard pillow, 
a cheap bangle on her hand 
in a field of hay. 
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As a budding girl 
passes through a plot of lettuce 
the aroma of fresh walnuts 
fills the air. 














A chunk of wood 
floating on the waves 
from which wrecked boat? 
From which river? 
Towards what destination? 
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Hundreds of fish 
large and small 
swarm 

in the hot mirage of the desert. 
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Abruptly 
a spring gale 
snuffs out 

all the candles in the shrine. 








In congragational prayers 
a worshipper was noticed 
whose movements 
were not in line 
with the rest. 





How easy it is 
when we win. 

And when we lose 
how hard. 
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The labour union 
at last 

failed to recognize 

the spider’s weaving labour. 
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The marathon runner 
coming in last 
keeps looking back. 
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A house-fly 

was put to death 

for gorging itself on halva. 
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A pebble 

rolled down the mountain side 

and came to rest 

exactly on top of an ant hill. 
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On a foggy day 
a sleepy child 
is on his way to school 
in the village of Pilevar. 
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I dread 

even a gentle breeze 
when I have been through 
a severe storm. 
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It has been raining 

ceaselessly 

for three days; 

I cannot bring myself to believe 
in the sun. 
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The billboard 
advertising sun-block 
is hardly visible 
on a foggy day. 
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The compass 

made several foil rotations 
but on paper 
only half a circle. 




The smell of smoke 
the smell of burning me 
the sound of a baby crying. 
An adobe hut. 
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How 

can I sleep in peace 

when Time does not stop for a second 

even in sleep? 
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In the entire night-and-day struggle 
one day 

seems worth half a day. 
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Yellow violets 
blue violets 
now both white 
under spring snow. 
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On a snowy morning 
I run out 

hadess and coatless 
happy as a child. 
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Dandelion seeds 
brought a message 
for the 124,000 prophets: 
“nothing.” 
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It rains 

during an air raid 
in a moonless night. 
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What a relief 

that everyone goes on his own way. 
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A stranger 

asks directions 

from another newly-arrived 

stranger. 




The harvest of my straying 
is a few crooked pathways 
for wayfarers. 
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The common feeling 
of lady and maid 
on the day of census. 
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It was plucked; 
it was thrown away, 
a flower 

not particularly sweet-smelling. 
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An exhausted peasant 

has fallen asleep 

in the shade of a scarecrow. 
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Orange blossoms 
floating on a stream 
after rain. 







I have left my umbrella behind; 
a long way ahead, 
masses of grey clouds. 
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Sunrise 
at exactly 
five fifteen 
and thirty seconds. 
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On the first day of the new year 
the sun rose 
just as it had 

on the last day of the year. 



A boat 
with no sail 
a sea 

with no wind 
a sky 

with no moon. 
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on, 
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How easily 
we’ve accepted it 
not seeing even one pigeon 
flying among a flock of crows! 


In the birds’ eyes 
west is 

where the sun sets 
and east is 
where the sun rises; 
that’s it. 
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My ink -stained -f J b 

fingertip 

is pressed to paper; 
my sense of humiliation diminishes 
when I think of all the interlacing lines 
that adorn my fingertip. 
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The notice reads: 
“Please do not touch”; 
my fingertips tingle. 


Os*^ -P J$ 





I gaze at Venus, 
at the Milky Way; 

I am filled with admiration 
for the eye that can see 
so much, so far. 
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I point my index finger 
at the mountain 
and look with admiration 
at the grandeur of my finger. 
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I turn my hands m u* -> 5 

into a small bowl 
and drink 

from a small waterfall. 

What grandeur is there 
in my hands! 
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I dip my face 

into the cool spring water 

keeping my eyes open: 

Ten little pebbles. 
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When I returned to my birthplace 
I could not find 
my father’s house 
nor my mother’s voice. 




A woman 

in her ninth month of pregnancy 
sends off five small children 
to school 

from Lower Koker 
to Upper Koker. 
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When I returned to my birthplace 
the river had become a stream 
and no children 
were bathing in it. 
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When I return to my birthplace 
I find my childhood playground 
occupied 

by iron girders and quicklime. 






When I return to my birthplace 
no one utters a word of greeting. 
Alas! 


(m) 
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In my birthplace 
my childhood barber 
did not recognize me 
and gave me a so-so haircut. 
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Lh U j•j**' j 







In my birthplace 
people had become impatient 
and the long queue 
undulated as it moved forward. 


.cS 


j > f 
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I greeted her in vain; 
in her reply 

no trace of recognition. 
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When I returned to my birthplace 
the quince tree 
had stopped bearing fruit 
and mulberries - 



now you had to pay for them. 



The young baker of my birthplace 
is an old man now. 

He bakes unleavened bread 
for customers he no longer knows. 




I £ i il I w ArtW \tK*. ! ^ 
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The sturdy plain tree of my birthplace 
seemed small 

and Police Constable Heydari 
less fearsome. 




The liquor store owner of my birthplace 
ran a junk shop. 

Now his place was still full of 
empty bottles of liquor. 
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When I returned to my birthplace 

the school children 

had their own businesses now 

while the teachers 

had become destitute customers. 
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Laa^ 

. } w<' p ^ 


A conference of the owners 
of woodworking industries 
in a forest park. 





When I returned to my birthplace 

the mulberry trees 

have been cut down 

and by some people I know. 
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The smell of fresh bread 
wafts over from the wheat fields 
at midday in summer. 
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The saddle slipped off 
the horse’s back 
and the horseman 
off the saddle. 








& 
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measure 














(Iff) 


I have 

fallen off a horse, on my back. 
My legs ache 
my back aches 

and I ache from all the advice. 


j\ < jj3 
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The foil moon 
reflected in water, 
the water 

contained in the bowl, 
and the thirsty man 
deep in sleep. 


(tff) 
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In the silence of the night 
the lullaby of termites 
robs me of sleep. 


A 


(w) 
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With ash 
I make an idol 
and I bum it once again 
in fire. 





Paradise and Hell 
side by side, 
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Wisps of white smoke 
in the blue sky 
from an adobe hut. 


(m) 

^ -~3 
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In this hamlet 
I saw nothing: 

No smoke 

rising from a mud hut 
no laundry drying 
on the clothesline. 
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• ssAi J j^sa 4a^ 

^asfe&sy LjjtS ^ ^ 

* teAsfeJ 
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(m) 
ji> eta 
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A young moon 
an old wine 
a new friend. 


■ 4 * 


A few steps ahead, 
a cherry stone. 

In my mouth, 
the taste of cherry. 
A few steps behind, 
the cherry tree. 


(wr) 

** 

j 
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A drunkard 
in silence, 
a theologian 
in turmoil. 



Ow) 

ji ijj^’ 
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A thorn in my eye 
a thorn in my foot, 
a thorn in my heart; 
spring on the way. 



One spiring day 
one summer day 
one autumn day 
ode winter day 
be my guest! 




(WA) 
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( ^ Ls^ ji ^ 
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The final days of spring 
the heyday of the rose 
the season of puberty. 
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Half of me 
is yours, 
the other half 
is mine. 
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Tens of keys 

left over from faraway days; 

I do not dare to throw them away 
even when there is no lock for them 
to open. 
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You won’t believe 
this, but 
I become drunk 
on a drop of wine. 





You won’t believe this, but 
I quenched my thirst 
with a dew drop. 




I chronicle 
my destiny 
in a diary 

in a darkened room. 









which blushed red. 
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For a long while now 

we have had no moon in our midst; 

continual dark clouds. 




Ov) 
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The glow-womi: 

the longest night of the year. 

The early morning exhaustion. 
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You won’t believe this, but 

sometimes I feel nostalgic 

for a slap on the back of my neck. 


JJ 




(nr) 




Behind the dark clouds 
in which part of the sky 
are you o Moon? 



The giov 
gets restl 
on the lo 


One side 
faces me, 
the other 
faces the 


\ W 






(na) 

Jt 
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The moon shines 

on the heavily made-up face 

of the old prostitute. 



{n?) 
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Will the full moon 
be shining once again tonight 
behind a dark cloud? 

J s St 



tA/ji 


A group of nuns 
reminiscing 
about their childhood 
surrounded by violets. 


My suffering 
diminishes 
at dawn; 
my enthusiasm 
diminishes 
at dusk. 
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Who knows 

the rosebud’s pain 

as it opens to full bloom? 



(*♦♦) 

I ||j 1 

fJJJ 
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I dream of a friend 
in the guise of an enemy. 
Oh what misery! 





(r*r) 


e# 1 


A man burning with thirst 
sleeps by a stream; 
a pauper 

slumbers on top of buried treasure. 



A pauper 

lies awake by a stream; 
a man burning with thirst 
lies awake 

on top of buried treasure. 


(r*f) 
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A wasp 

stung my sore foot. 

My share of the wasp, 
the wasp’s share of the sore. 


A 


A headless doll 

floating on a river 

that flows down the mountain 

towards the sea 

gently. 


(r*f) 
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Ail alien song 
sung in an alien land; 
men at work. 
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Inadvertently 
I step 

into a house 

in which no light bums. 


(nr) 
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What is the meaning of 
the seashore 

next to the fear of the waves? 


^ £jA ^ ^ tsl 
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^ ^ss3 tsXa**^^ is^ ^ <5 


In the midst of 

hundreds of seashells on the shore 
I am looking for my mother-of-pearl button. 
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What day of the week 
is it today? 

What month? 

What season? 

What year? 


(na) 
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lb. 
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My memory 

is crammed with myriads of useless thine, 
Deliberately 

I refrain from acquiring new knowledge. 

I remember 
with such difficulty. 


£ sAs^eC' 
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My attic 

is full of useless objects 
that I love. 






With a frayed rope 
I lower myself into a well 
for a fistful of stinking water 
to pound in a mortar; 
a proverbial exercise in futility. 


(m) 

^ ^ . |,k ^ 
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(rr« 


pJaz £ j! 


I intend to cross over 
a huge pit 

with a step-by-step policy. 













(rrr) 

jJjli 
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I am selling something 
that cannot be bought; 

I am buying something 
that cannot be sold. 



(rrr) 

i Vag ^WW I I 1^ j^ 
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My luggage 
is packed. 

What I like to do is to lie down 
but there is no carpet on the floor. 


wr 







(rrv) 
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The means of lordship 
are at hand: 

The chance to lean back 
against a mud wall. 



(m) 

1 


On what day of the week 
will it end 

this Monday to Sunday game? 
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I am afraid of heights; 

I have fallen from a high place. 
I am afraid of fire; 

I have been burned many times. 
I am afraid of separation; 
often have I been offended. 

I am not afraid of death; 

I have never died before, 
not even once. 





A wind 

neither from the North, 
nor from the South, 
not from the West, 
not from the East. 

But from Heaven. 


(rrr) 
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All outing 

in a grove of fruitless trees 
is good enough for me. 
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Who can guess 
the taste of a cherry 
which is half yellow 
and half red? 

-^ 
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er" 4 ^ 
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L^cJuf 


In my identity card 
there is a photo 
that attests 

to the passage of time. 
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[rr?) 
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In a grove of fruitless trees 
I count 

the number of years 
spent in futility. 



(v w) 
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Among my current beliefs 
one is 

that life is beautiful. 
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Among my current beliefs 
another one is 
that God exists. 



(m) 


oU- H 


I was dissimulating 
my nostalgia 

in the company of dissimulators. 


















This day of mine 
was lost 

like all the other days, 

half of it thinking of yesterday, 

half of it thinking of tomorrow. 




A 


(m) 


**Oil 


Another one of my current beliefs 
is that 

it is impossible 

to separate me from my shadow. 






In our natural science class 

a small nameless flower 

was dissected into five sections, 

each section 

with a different name. 
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A 
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I have arranged to travel 

with a new companion 

to a destination I have never been. 













This road 

has been abandoned 
for many years; 
though the wild flowers 
do not seem to know. 
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A flock of rock doves 
taking off from their wells 
at first light. 
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In my life 

the role of accident 

has been more prominent 

than that of decision; 

the role of punishment 

more than that of encouragement; 

the role played by the enemy 

more than the role of friends. 
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The burglar 
sympathises 
with the sleepy cop 
at the crack of dawn. 




(raf) 
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Artificial flowers 
give off a faint scent: 

Oh the happy days of youth. 
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I was searching for a word; 
my mind was of no help, 

I strayed 
and got lost. 
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At long last! 

I was left alone 
with myself. 

My self is angry with me. 
There is no one 
to act as a go-between. 
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In a footpath 

I came across a blind man 
with no one to lead him, 
and no cane. 




Life 

is an unfair slander 
against the poor. 
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In a marriage ceremony, 
grey-haired men 
looking distressed 
sit ten abreast. 
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JJJ ^ 
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A thousand times 
I have journeyed safely 
from the sunniest day 
to the darkest night. 
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The wind 
has blown 

my family tree to me 
from some rootless plant. 
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What was in my heart 
poured out of my tongue. 
It burned her heart 
and my tongue. 
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.((<»j*!]>ta>l J*>)) 

I am looking at 
a wide vista 

from the window of the room, 

as I wait for a friend 

to arrive to “settle our differences”. 
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jLS' ji 
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A pair of trout 
lying side by side 
on the white bed 
of a serving dish. 
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In the dictionary of my life 
the definition of love 
keeps changing. 




I recorded a masterpiece 
in my diary 

in the middle of the night. 

When morning came 

it was no more than gibberish. 
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To reach Paradise 
one must pass 
by the road to Hell. 
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on the ground, 
feet 

in the mud, 
hearts 
on fire, 
heads 
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Every night 
I die 

and I am reborn 
at dawn. 



(m) 
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The death of an eternal love 
in a heart 

that has stopped beating. 
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In a small pond 

with two ducks 

both the sun and the moon 

are shining. 
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Here in the moon’s shadow, 

I lie 

sheltering from the sun’s brutality. 





Under the heavy shadow 
of a barren cypress 

there is hardly room to lie down a while. 
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Bury my heart 
separately. 

It is fragile. 
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I fear 

artificial blossoms 
may become fragrant 
when the damask rose 
loses its fragrance. 


(TAf) 
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(TA h) 
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iii my mind 

there is a hell 

that keeps me warm 

in the frozen wastes of my loneliness. 


c^pjf vpt 



What a difficult path it is 

the passage from night, from day, 

from good, from evil, 

from silence, 

from tumult 

from hatred, 

from anger, 

from love, 

from love. 
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In a starless night 
I descend into a well 
that leads 
at its bottom 

to a five-petalled white flower. 
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I fear that 

Shirin’s lamentations 
might be drowned out 
by the din 

of Farhad carving the mountain. 
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I hate language 
the bitter language 
the sharp tongue 

the grammatically correct speech 
the innuendo. 

Speak to me 
in sign language. 
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I fear that 
wild mustangs 

dreading the approaching storm 
might shelter for the night 
in the sheeps’ pen. 
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I fear that 
old silver coins 
covered with a layer of rust 
might be sold at half-price 
by children. 
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To my ear 

hungry sparrows 

chirping noisily in the snow 

sound exactly 

as they do in the spring. 
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(nr) 

^■iH i * i j i* j ^ 

WitJ^W ^ ^ 1 [ Cj li^.^ i rj I ^ & 

Cj^ J^Jd * 5 L$JJ 


In the darkest of nights 
at the end of a blind alley 
on top of a mud wall 
jasmine buds burst into bloom. 
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A dark cloud 
rains 

on a cypress tree 

alone on the slope of a scorched hill. 




A gust of wind 

traversed the plains 

passed through narrow lanes 

and at the end of a blind alley 

left a jasmine bush 

bereft of its blooms. 
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In my mind 
ther’s a tree 
whose fruit 
is plundered 
at sunrise. 


A hungry wolf 
in the snow 
the sheep 
sleenin*? in the nei 


a sheep dog 
guarding the door. 








I am being pursued 
by a shadow 
that was my playmate 
in childhood; 
it grew up with me, 
it grew old with me, 
it will continue 
to pursue me 
to the grave. 


(ru) 
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collaborating on these translations was not just an intellectual 
pleasure. Our on-line conversations were like meetings in a cafe, a 
pleasure of a social kind. Since he is no longer among us, it is good 
that we managed to finish a readable draft of this book before his 
departure. With the generous help of his family and Mr. Kiarostami 
we present to the reader a book which we deeply hope is consistent 
with his vision. 

Michael Beard 

Shanghai, 2005 
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A more directly visual poem might memorialize a particular rice 
planter, might describe their posture or their clothes, or perhaps might 
describe the melody they sing, but of course what we remember is his 
suggestion that the song of the planters provides the origin of urban 
culture as well as their own. Harold G. Henderson’s Introduction to 
Haiku (Garden City: Anchor, 1958) tells us that the readings of the poem are 
numerous: “One is that Basho, coming as he did straight from the 
ultra-refinement of Edo, was struck with the fact that only the rice 
culture made its luxury financially possible. Another, that he was 
pointing out the necessary connection between true refinement and 
natural simplicity. A third is that Basho was simply paying a 
compliment to his host” (25). Kiarostami’s poems are not haikus, but 
readers of Basho are likely to feel that the same tension between the 
image and the idea behind it gives them their power. Basho’s 
chronicle, using details of his trip to provide context to help explain 
the poems, set the foundation for a new direction in Japanese poetry. If 
Kiarostami ends up pointing the way to a direct, straightforward 
esthetic in Persian, dialing down the esthetic volume of the lyric 
tradition, placing observation at the center of the poetic process, it 
would be an interesting and positive development. 

There are also people among us who are at home in the sometimes 
alien world of texts, who can tune in to the nuances of a complex turn 
of phrase and sense the relation of sound to meaning when the writer 
has veered off in an unexpected direction or followed a shadowy 
intuitive path. Such people are likely to be natural editors and 
translators. Karim Emami was such a person, articulate and deeply 
literate in both English and Persian. (What sadness is in that past tense 
‘was.’) Our friendship took place outside of nature, in the world of 
texts on computer screens, where his intelligence and flexibility in 
dialogue came across with style, eloquence and tact. Though we 
never met face to face, I felt that he was a close personal friend, and 




ba n d, when the falling leaf does something inevitable, falls onto its 
own shadow, and we are reminded that in our objective perception the 
inevitable can surprise us. 

Barg-e chenar 
foru mi’oftad dram 
va qarar migirad 
bar sdyeh-ye khtsh 
dar nimruz-e pa ’izi.. 

Autumn afternoon 
a sycamore leaf 
falls softly 
and rests 

on its own shadow. (Walking with the wind, 57) 




The great Japanese poet Matsuo Basho set out on his walking tour of 
the Island of Honshu in 1689. I like to think of that tour, memorialized 
in Oku-no hosomichi, “The Narrow Road of the Interior,” as 
something like the documentary where you see Abbas Kiarostami out 
in the open taking photographs. Basho left a prose account of where 
he was when he wrote each of the haikus in that text. In a famous 
poem he describes a moment shortly after he has turned inland and, if 
we trust the evidence of the poems, heard the songs the farmers sang 
as they planted rice: 


A start for connoisseurs 
of poetry rice-plantingsong 
of Michinoku. 
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The full moon 
reflected in water, 

I 

the water 

contained in the bowl, 

\ 

and the thirsty 
deep in sleep. 

It is not the appearance of the moon which makes it a poem, but the 
shifts of scale which make us realize, gradually, we are not looking 
into the sky but into its reflection in a bowl of water, and finally that 
we are seeing the dream of one. When we see the moon without the 
qors, as a single word, it is likely to be the concept of the moon, as in 



memorize it as you can never memorize a photograph. Inevitably, a 
visual poem is about concepts rather than images. Kiarostami’s 
contribution to poetry is to develop a style so image-driven and 
elliptical that we may feel we are looking at the other kind of image. 

If they were only images, however, they would not work as poems. 
He is informed by the esthetic of the camera, but his poetry always 
steps beyond the simple image. Gorgi dar kamin begins with a word 
writers are familiar with, since a khatt is the track left by a writing pen 
as well as a line on a surface: 

Khatt-e sorkhi bar sepidi-ye barf, 

shekari-zakhmi 

lang langan. (l) 

A red dotted line on the white snow 
wounded game 
limping away. 

A red line of blood on the whiteness of the snow is not a poem. It is a 
detail we might or might not have observed in nature; once we observe 
it, the miniature narrative it forces us to imagine makes it a poem. The 
blood becomes a kind of elusive writing. 

They are poems that exploit our willingness to believe we are 
seeing, often so cunningly we are likely to forget altogether it is words 
rather than visual images. When the poems look at the moon it is 
often qors-e mah, the disk of the moon, that is not the moon itself but 
the way it looks: 

Qors-e mah 
dar ab - 
ab 

dar kaseh 

teshneh dar kha^b. (165) 
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extreme and intense form of this vision which makes the great French 
poet Francis Ponge so distinctive, with his famous extended 
meditation on what it might feel like to be a shellfish. (Ponge carries 
that vision on into the technical world, as in a poem whose persistent 
and odd description of a radio puts it before the reader as if we had 
never seen or heard one before.) A great poet does not necessarily 
have the quality I am trying to describe, but those skills of observation 
can deepen a lyric sensibility, since the rhytlnns of poetry so often 
work against the grain of narrative or naively goal-oriented discourse. 
Photographers, I suspect, embody this quality regularly, as a matter of 
course. (One can go for a walk with a professional photographer and 
wonder what they are looking at until much later when you see the 
photos.) 

It is no surprise that Abbas Kiarostami is such a person. There is a 
documentary which follows him walking along the edge of a forest 
with a camera in hand, and you see him making decisions that the rest 
of us might not be aware of-how much of the sky to include, whether 
to emphasize a reflection in the water or the scene reflected in it, when 
to focus on the distance and when to focus up close. Even if he were 
not a film-maker, or a photographer, his poems would still invite us to 
distinguish between photography and the images of poetry. We use 
the same word, “image,” for both of them, but the description of a 
scene in a poem is fundamentally unlike a photograph. 

The distinction we can’t avoid is that as soon as you snap a photograph 
you fix the details in place - the particular angle of a branch, its size 
relative to the trunk and the effect of the shadows it casts -no matter 
how you crop it later. A photograph freezes in place a degree of 
specificity and detail that language cannot match. A description in 
words by comparison is abstract and unfocused. The advantage of an 
image in words is that the reader can know it completely, can 








There are people among us -bird-watchers, photographers, naturalists 
- who are at home in the non-human world, who can tune in to the 
rhythms where nature follows its own rules. Out walking with them 
ybu may become aware gradually that they are noticing a totally 
different array of sights - spotting where the birds are perched, 
determining which wildflowers are out and when. Sometimes it is just 
a question of patience - the willingness to pause, and to acknowledge 
that the rhythms of nature are unlike those of our own walking pace or 
the conversations we have along the way. That patience may be the 
equivalent in the countryside of the urban gait of the flaneur which 
Walter Benjamin famously described, the aimless wandering which 
hardly seemed walking at all. There are poems whose pace we may 
recognize as comparable - the gesture of noticing small unemphasized 
narratives, focusing on the comers of the scene, picking out 
asymmetrical detail: we may feel that Shelley was such an observer, 
or in Italian poetry Leopardi. Eugenio Montale, the 1975 Nobel 
laureate, was another Italian example: one of the great pleasures of his 
poetry can be in recognizing the way a particular bird spreads its 
wings, or in “Ombra della magnolia” the way a mullet leaps. It is an 
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